The Conductor\u27s Website by Chanin, Jonathan Isaac
Worcester Polytechnic Institute
Digital WPI
Interactive Qualifying Projects (All Years) Interactive Qualifying Projects
May 2007
The Conductor's Website
Jonathan Isaac Chanin
Worcester Polytechnic Institute
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.wpi.edu/iqp-all
This Unrestricted is brought to you for free and open access by the Interactive Qualifying Projects at Digital WPI. It has been accepted for inclusion in
Interactive Qualifying Projects (All Years) by an authorized administrator of Digital WPI. For more information, please contact digitalwpi@wpi.edu.
Repository Citation
Chanin, J. I. (2007). The Conductor's Website. Retrieved from https://digitalcommons.wpi.edu/iqp-all/1287
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE CONDUCTOR'S WEBSITE 
 
 
An Interactive Qualifying Project Report 
 
 
submitted to the Faculty 
 
 
of the 
 
 
WORCESTER POLYTECHNIC INSTITUTE 
 
 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the 
 
 
Degree of Bachelor of Science 
 
 
by 
 
 
_______________________________ 
J. Isaac Chanin 
 
Date: April 27, 2007 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
__________________________________________ 
Director of Choral Music John F. Delorey, Advisor 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. web 
2. choral 
3. online 
 1 
Abstract 
 The current issues concerning the lack of cohesion with the WPI choral department's web 
presence are discussed.  Multiple aspects are investigated which show the common trends for the 
web presence of choral groups.  This research, tempered by the specific needs of WPI's choral 
director, led to the implementation of a dynamic web site for the choral department.
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Preface 
 This report provides a high-level overview of the background research and 
implementation method for the development of the new choral homepage.  It will explore the 
motivation for a choral homepage, the research cornering what aspects of a choral homepage are 
necessary, the potential and final tools and technologies available and used for implementing the 
choral homepage, and the possibilities for eventual improvements. 
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1. Introduction 
 This project explores the necessities for and development of a choral portal homepage at 
WPI.  We considered and integrated all technology, functionality and aesthetics into the final 
product.  The first goal was to synthesize results concerning presentation and aesthetics from 
existing choral web presences, specifically those of other educational institutions.  Upon the 
completion of this goal, we then assessed the needs of the WPI Choral Director via a series of 
interviews to ensure our final design would meet the specific needs of the choral homepage.  
Next, we researched technological solutions for the implementation of a web presence and used 
this, coupled with our earlier research, to implement the website for the Director.  The final 
product was a functional and aesthetically pleasing choral homepage that successfully acts as a 
central location for all WPI choral-related information. 
 The results of the project are pertinent in two ways.  First, the research into the aesthetics 
and content of choral-related pages provides a framework for the creation of any entry-level 
choral website by identifying which common features are necessities.  Secondly, the developed 
homepage provides a central location for choral groups at WPI with a number of requested 
features such as user-modifiable event and rehearsal calendars, announcement lists and more.  
Finally, the choral homepage is set to be used by the whole of the WPI community once the 
Director deems it wholly complete.
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2. Background Research 
 In order to be able to implement an effective and usable choral homepage we researched 
a number of aspects about choral web presences, synthesized this information into usable metrics 
and presented it to the Director.  From this point, we took his feedback and specific requirements 
and investigated which tools and languages would best suite the rapid and stable development of 
the choral homepage web application. 
 
2.1 Trends and Specifics in Choral Web Presences 
2.1.1 Existing Sites
1
 
 In order to generate ideas about what direction the choral homepage at WPI should take 
we consulted a number of different online choral resources.  We considered several aspects while 
evaluating the sites, including aesthetic appeal, functionality, choice of content and effectiveness 
of presentation. 
 
Radcliffe Choral Society 
 The Radcliffe Choral Society homepage provides a consistent and aesthetically pleasing 
presentation while remaining minimalist.  The site presents all, the history of the group, the 
touring schedule and examples of their work.  However, a more comprehensive list of the group's 
repertoire is missing. 
 
University of California Choral Ensembles 
 The University of California Choral Ensembles homepage serves a distinctly different 
purpose from most of the other pages we looked at while still representing a direction that the 
WPI choral homepage might wish to take.  Rather than being a page for a specific choral group, 
the UC Choral Ensembles page provides a portal for easy access to individual choral groups.  
Nevertheless, their homepage presents a wealth of information.  Introductions about the groups, 
schedules and more are all present.  We determined the most notable lacking feature to be the 
absence of examples of any of the group's works.  Aesthetically, the portal page does not 
                                                 
1 Please see Appendix A for explanatory screen shots of the mentioned sites and citations. 
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consistently match with any of the designs present on the specific group pages – a design flaw 
we noted to avoid. 
 
UMass Amherst: Choral Ensembles 
 Prompted by the Director we investigated the UMass Amherst: Choral Ensembles 
website.  Although the content was often outdated, the site provided a consistent and 
aesthetically pleasing layout for not only a central portal of all choral groups but for the 
individual group's pages as well.  The only noted lacking feature was music samples.  Navigation 
was simple and straightforward. 
 
Boston University Choral Society 
 The Boston University Choral Society's website was the only example we found that 
exemplified all of what we would identify to be key aspects of choral-related websites.  Both 
music samples and a repertoire listing were present along with a calendar and announcements.  
Aesthetically speaking we found many of the other sites more accessible and less distracting; 
however, there was no arguing with the completeness of the content presented. 
 
Johns Hopkins Choral Society 
 Much like UMass Amherst, the John Hopkins Choral Society's page was relatively 
complete, lacking only music samples.  Navigation was straightforward and page layout was 
pleasant. 
 
Black Celestial Choral Ensemble of Syracuse University 
 The Black Celestial Choral Ensemble of Syracuse University has a page with a layout 
similar to many of the others, however due to the lack of what we perceived as important content 
we found the overall presentation lacking.  Spurred by this example, we decided that we would 
have to first focus on content for the choral website, and only once we achieved that would we 
give layout and aesthetics more consideration and time. 
 
University of Texas Concert Chorale 
 The University of Texas Concert Chorale page provided two of the four content aspects 
we were looking for by this point.  Since it was missing only music samples and announcements, 
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it was rather complete.  The main issue we found with this site was its use of the Adobe® Flash 
application thus restricting its use to those with the ability to display Adobe® Flash content.  
Upon further discussion of this topic with the Director, we decided that the WPI choral 
homepage would not use flash or similar limiting technologies. 
 
Harding Chorus 
 Much like the University of Texas, Harding Chorus' website was somewhat content 
complete but used another presentation aspect that we found undesirable, namely frames.  
Although the site was easy to navigate, the use of frames proved distracting while adding little 
value to the site. 
 
MIT Concert Choir 
 The last site we assessed was by the MIT Concert Choir.  The site provided a good deal 
of information about the choir.  However, much of the information would be useful only to 
members of the choir.  Given that one of our goals was to develop a web presence that would 
draw people from all walks of life to WPI choral events we took note of this and decided to focus 
on information that would be of more general appeal.  Nevertheless, the navigability of the site 
along with presentation was superb.  The minimalist design and lack of extra frills made finding 
what one was looking for on the site simple and getting to any other section quick and easy. 
 
2.1.2 Trend Synthesis and Consultation 
 In order to make sense of data we had collected about existing choral websites we 
identified specific content elements that, although common, were not immediately obvious 
choices for inclusion.  Aspects such as an about blurb or contact link were left out since they 
were entirely ubiquitous.  The features that we identified as important were music samples, 
example repertoires, calendars or event listings and announcement lists. 
 Although some elements were much rarer than others were over the totality of sites that 
we looked at, we took into consideration the impact that each element had on us as a visitor to 
the site.  For example, although rather rare, we found the ability to listen to examples of the 
Chorus' work to be both a sequitur and highly effective element for a choral page.  We 
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considered calendars or event listings next in importance simply due to their ability to direct 
interested students or others to choral events. 
 Table 2.1 presents the exact breakdown of which features we found on which sites.  
Although we did not find quantitative breakdowns to be of any more use than considering 
qualitative factors, we nonetheless used Table 2.1 to provide an initial idea of what content 
features were important. 
 
Table 2.1 Summary of Common Features on Choral Websites 
 Music 
Samples 
Example 
Repertoire 
Calendar/
Events 
Listing 
Announce
ments 
Radcliffe Choral Society     
University of California Choral Ensembles     
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
Chorus 
    
Boston University Choral Society     
Johns Hopkins Choral Society     
Black Celestial Choral Ensemble of 
Syracuse University 
    
University of Texas Concert Chorale     
Harding Chorus     
MIT Concert Choir     
 
 Limiting our analytical scope to only the number of occurrences, calendars were of 
paramount importance, closely followed by example repertoires and announcements, with music 
samples trailing behind. 
 We did not do any overall assessment of the aesthetic qualities of the sites aside from 
suggesting that the Director look over some of the better ones when deciding what aesthetic 
direction the WPI choral homepage would take.  Upon interviewing the Director, we ironed out 
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that the necessary features for the WPI choral homepage would be dynamic, easily modifiable 
calendars, a listing of announcements and links to the already existing choral groups' sites.  
Aesthetically the site would follow the WPI template, also present on many of the sites that it 
would link to
2
; additionally, he requested the ability to be able to modify the main page of the 
site to display a different image and caption.  Given these content guidelines we moved on to the 
more technical side of the project. 
 
2.2 Technology Review 
 Before beginning the construction of what would become the WPI Choral Homepage we 
researched possibilities for implementation tools, languages and frameworks.  We considered 
four broad categories: site hosting, web application development, database management and site 
presentation. 
 
2.2.1 Linux and Apache Hosting 
 The first question for any potential website is the location of hosting.  Thankfully the 
WPI Computing and Communications Center provides free-of-charge web hosting to, not only, 
all students but also all faculty and members of the WPI community. [1]  The CCC's web servers 
use the Apache web server package that is the de facto standard for HTTP servers, with over 
50% market share. [2]  The machines also run the GNU/Linux operating system, a popular server 
operating system with a respectable market share. [3]  Given this solid foundation to act as our 
development test bed, and eventual hosting provider, we saw no reason to look for other hosting 
solutions.  Furthermore, the location of the eventual WPI Choral Homepage under the wpi.edu 
domain would lend an air of cohesiveness around the choral homepage and the individual group 
pages to which it would link. 
 
2.2.2 Perl Web Application Development 
 Our first inclination for web application language was Python with the TurboGears web 
development framework.  However, upon further investigation we found that it was difficult to 
get TurboGears to work nicely on the CCC machines due to the security measures they employ, 
                                                 
2 The site for the WPI Men's Glee Club provides an excellent example, see Fig A1.10. 
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among other reasons.  Investigated yet further we found that the CCC even goes so far as to 
recommend that users write their web applications using the Perl programming language. [4] 
 Perl is a mature programming language and has endured as a top choice for web 
applications despite the release of many newer languages since its inception.  It has a wealth of 
features and supports all the necessary features for choral homepage.  Namely, it has support for 
accessing a number of different databases [5] and can easily be used in conjunction with a web 
server to quickly develop web applications. [6]  Still, although it was not our first choice for 
development language, we eventually decided to use Perl.  Python and TurboGears presented us 
with a number of false starts, always eventually not working as we had hoped due to the 
limitations imposed by the CCC. 
 
2.2.3 MySQL Database Management System 
 Given the requests by the Director for dynamically modifiable calendars, announcements 
and front-page images, we knew that we would have to implement some sort of database 
solution.  Since our web site was going to be hosted on the CCC web server it made sense that 
our database should be on the same network.  Given this limitation our options were cut down to 
MySQL, provided by the CCC. [7]  However, this was not a bad turn of events as MySQL is 
relatively feature-complete and actually provides more than what we needed for the choral 
homepage. [8]  It is also one of the databases supported by Perl's DBI module and we were 
already familiar with its use. 
 
2.2.4 HTML/CSS Website Presentation 
 The final technological aspect we considered was the presentation of the web site itself.  
Further consultation with the Director revealed that he planned for it to target only a web 
audience and the ability to generate print or other forms of the content would not be necessary.  
With this in mind, we decided to use HTML and CSS as the sole means of presenting the 
information stored in the web application.  HTML would be used as a content description 
language to give format to the data entered by users [9] while CSS would describe how that 
content should be laid out on the page in order to resemble the other pre-existing choral pages 
whose templates we were approximating. [10] 
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 We also decided to use the Ajax development technique in order to give the calendar 
features, deigned the most important features of the site by the Director, a more responsive feel 
and intuitive interface.  By using Ajax we were able to sidestep the normal web paradigm of 
client activity, server activity, client activity and allowed asynchronous requests thus enabling us 
to implement the calendar feature as we had imagined. [11] 
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3. METHOD AND RESULTS 
 The choral homepage provides a central location for everything choral-related at WPI.  
The technologies employed were the same as the ones we decided to use from our conclusions 
during the research phase of the project.  The single portal page allows anyone quick and easy 
access to choral events, choral groups and announcements.
3
 
 
3.1 Functionality 
 The functionality provided by the choral homepage closely follows the features that we 
had set out to implement as our goals.  The calendar allows normal visitors to the site to see 
when there will be events or rehearsals as well as allowing any users of the site, with proper 
permissions, to update, add or remove events.  The announcements module allows one to post or 
remove announcements from the site and the aesthetic qualities of the front-page itself can be 
changed via the respective Perl script, again only by those users with the correct credentials. 
 
3.2 Security 
 In order to ensure the secure operating of the choral homepage we designed all of the 
editing features with security in mind.  In order for a user to make any changes to the data stored 
in the database they must first authenticate via the .htaccess method.  This well-known and 
extensively tested method is as secure as the web server itself. [12]  Given that the CCC is sure to 
keep the web server up to date, security should remain a non-issue for the choral homepage over 
any reasonable time frame.  The only potential issue we identified here was the management of 
the username and password databases, however the Director dismissed this as a non-issue since 
only one combination would be necessary. 
 
3.3 Aesthetics 
 The choral homepage successful fits with the look of the pages off which we based the 
design, while maintaining a separate identity via the use of a vastly differing color scheme.  
Nevertheless, as WPI has changed the style of their main page since the beginning of the project 
this, now dated, presentation may need eventual updating.  
                                                 
3
 See A1.11 for a screen shot of the aesthetic qualities and content features of the page. 
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4. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 In conclusion, the website is functional and meets the needs of the Director.  The research 
that went into the website provides a basis for any choral website by synthesizing the important 
trends and presentational features. 
 The most dire remaining issue is the lack of aesthetic cohesion between the current choral 
homepage and the new WPI main page.  However, since the choral homepage acts merely as a 
portal to a number of different choral groups' pages a more comprehensive update will have to 
take place to maintain uniformity within the sphere of the choral homepage.  
 Overall we feel that we succeeded in creating a relatively complete, usable, informative 
and aesthetically acceptable choral homepage with only a few, minor, outstanding issues.  
Furthermore, our research has introduced a surplus of information regarding the choices that go 
into the design and content for choral presences on the web.  However, as the World Wide Web 
is an evolving medium these choices are bound to be transient.  As the creator of the current 
iteration of the choral homepage at WPI, we can but hope that it shall evolve with these changes.
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Appendix A – Choral Websites 
 
Fig A1.1 Radcliffe Choral Society website [13] 
 
Fig A1.2 University of California Choral Ensembles website [14] 
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Fig A1.3 UMass Amherst: Choral Ensembles website [15] 
 
Fig A1.4 Boston University Choral Society website [16] 
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Fig A1.5 Johns Hopkins Choral Society website [17] 
 
Fig A1.6 The Black Celestial Choral Ensemble of Syracuse University website [18] 
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Fig A1.7 University of Texas Concert Chorale website [19] 
 
Fig A1.8 Harding University Chorus website [20] 
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Fig A1.9 MIT Concert Choir website [21] 
 
Fig A1.10 WPI Men's Glee Club website [22] 
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Fig A1.11 WPI Choral Homepage [23]
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APPENDIX B – WPI Choral Homepage User Manual 
 
The WPI Choral Homepage has been designed from the ground up with the common user in 
mind.  To this end all aspects of using the site, from simply viewing calendars and 
announcements to actually adding events or rehearsals, have been made as simple as possible 
while persevering the necessary functionality. 
 
This manual is written as a systematic guide for anyone new to the WPI Choral Homepage. 
 
1) The WPI Choral Homepage can be accessed at http://users.wpi.edu/~chanin/jfd; some 
features require a browser that supports JavaScript thus the user must be sure to use a 
semi-recent browser such as Mozilla Firefox or Microsoft Internet Explorer. 
 
2) Upon getting to the page five elements are presented: 
1. The top of the screen provides an aesthetically appealing bar that matches the layout 
of other WPI sites. 
2. The left of the screen provides a menu for off-site navigation. 
3. The right of the screen provides the list of announcements. 
4. The middle of the screen shows an uploaded picture and caption. 
5. The bottom of the screen shows the event and rehearsal calendars. 
 
Fig A2.1 WPI Choral Homepage Sections 
 
3) The normal user of the site will use primarily the announcements and calendar sections. 
The announcements can, of course, simply be read.  However, in order to use the 
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calendar the user must move their mouse over the day for which they wish to see the 
events. 
 
Fig A2.2 WPI Choral Homepage Calendar Mouse-Over Example 
 
 The calendars provide a number of useful features for navigating rehearsals and events 
 quickly and easily.  The current day is boxed.  Any day that has at least one event on it is 
 underlined.  Additionally, the arrows above the calendars may be used to navigate to 
 previous or future months. 
 
4) However, if the user needs to add or remove a rehearsal, event or announcement or 
change the image displayed on the main page they must use the “Admin Login” link. 
 
Fig A2.3 WPI Choral Homepage Admin Login Link Location 
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5) Upon clicking on the Admin Login link the user will be presented with a menu that 
allows them to choose which aspects of the site they would like to modify. 
 
Fig A2.4 WPI Choral Homepage Admin Menu 
 
6) The most common task is likely to be adding or removing announcements.  Upon 
clicking on the “Edit Announcements” link the user will first be prompted to login with 
their username and password and will then be presented with a screen like below. 
 
Fig A2.5 WPI Choral Homepage Announcement Editing 
 
 The announcement-editing interface has been designed to be as simple as possible.  To 
 add an announcement one must type the announcement into the text area (and may use 
 any HTML formatting that they wish) and then hit the “Add Note” button.  The current 
 announcements will be listed below.  In order to remove an announcement that is no 
 longer needed the user must simply click the “[Delete]” link next to the announcement 
 they wish to remove. 
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7) In order to change the front-page picture and caption the user must click on the 
corresponding link.  After logging in they will be presented with a screen like below. 
 
Fig A2.6 WPI Choral Homepage Front-Page Picture and Caption Editing 
 
 Changing the front-page picture and caption is just as simple as adding an announcement.  
 The caption must be specified in the text area (HTML is NOT allowed in this case) and 
 the picture must be specified by hitting the “Browse...” button.  Once both fields are 
 complete the “Change Picture” button should be clicked. 
 
8) To add or remove rehearsals or events from their respective calendars the user must click 
on the corresponding link.  They will then be presented with a screen like below. 
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Fig A2.7 WPI Choral Homepage Calendar Editing 
 
 Much like with viewing the calendar the arrows may be used to select a different month, 
 the current day is boxed and any day that has at least one event on it is underlined.  In 
 order to add an event the user must simply click on the desired day.  Once this is done, 
 they will be presented with a screen like below. 
 
Fig A2.8 WPI Choral Homepage Calendar Adding 
 
 At this point the pop-up window may be closed using the [x] link in the top-right corner 
 or an event may be added by entering a title, an hour and minute and a description and 
 then clicking the [submit] link. 
 
 Had an event already been entered for the given day the pop-up window would have had 
 slightly different content, like below. 
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Fig A2.9 WPI Choral Homepage Calendar Removing 
 
 To remove an already existing event the user would click the [delete] link next to the 
 event that they desired to remove. 
 
 
This concludes the WPI Choral Homepage User Manual. 
 
 
 26 
GLOSSARY 
 
Apache  A very popular free and open source web server. 
 
CCC   The Computing and Communications Center and WPI. 
 
CGI   The Common Gateway Interface is a standard that specifies how external  
   applications interact with other services, such as a web server. 
 
CSS   A stylesheet language that describes the presentation (layout) of a   
   document written in some type of markup language, usually HTML or  
   XHTML. 
 
Database  A computer program that holds and structures data. 
 
HTML  A markup (publishing) language that specifies structure and content of a  
   document. 
 
Linux   A free and open source operating system. 
 
MySQL  A free and open source database management system. 
 
Operating System A set of computer programs that manages the basic hardware and software 
   resources of a computer.  Examples include GNU/Linux and Windows. 
 
Perl   A mature dynamic programming language often used for web application  
   programming via CGI. 
 
Web Application An application that is accessed with a web browser.  This differs from a  
   website in that web applications take input from users or administrators in  
   order to determine their output. 
 
Web Server  A computer application that responds to queries and serves content to  
   clients. 
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